INFLUENCE OF THOREAU ON GANDHI
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can named Henry D. Thoreau?" Gandhi replied, "Why, of course I read Thoreau. I read Walden first in Johannesburg in South Africa in 1906 and his ideas influenced me greatly. I adopted some of them and recommended the study of Thoreau to all my friends who were helping me in the cause of Indian independence. Why, I actually took the name of my movement from Thoreau's essay, 'On the Duty of Civil Disobedience,' written about eighty years ago."4 Miller noticed that Gandhi, a "Hindu mystic," adopted from Thoreau the philosophy which was to affect millions of Indians and inspire them to defy the powerful British Empire. "It would seem," Miller concluded, "that Gandhi received back from America what was fundamentally the philosophy of India after it had been distilled and crystallized in the mind of Thoreau." 5 Because of lack of information, however, inaccuracies have been perpetuated. Henry Seidel Canby wrote in the Yale Review that "Civil Disobedience" came to Gandhi's attention while he was studying law in London in 1go7.B The New York Evening Post used this information in an editorial and then received a letter of correction and amplification from Henry S. L. Polak, Gandhi's co-worker in South Africa, stating, I cannot recall whether, early in 1907, he or I first came across the volume of Thoreau's Essays (published, I believe, in Scott's Library) but we were both of us enormously impressed by the confirmation of the rightness of the principle of passive resistence and civil disobedience that had already been started against the objectionable laws, contained in the essay 'On the Duty of Civil Disobedience.' 7 Gandhi's letter to Henry S. Salt on Thoreau's influence contradicts some of Polak's statement. Salt, one of Thoreau's earliest biographers, was interested in writing the life of Gandhi 
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and undoubtedly would have studied Gandhi's indebtedness to Thoreau but was discouraged from writing by G. B. Shaw, who said that there was nothing more to be said about saints after his play on Joan.8 Salt, however, did write to Gandhi, whom he had first met in London in the 1890go's, asking about the influence of Thoreau. Gandhi replied, in a letter which has often been reprinted, that "Civil Disobedience" had "left a deep impression" upon him and that he had ... translated a portion for the readers of Indian Opinion in South Africa, which I was then editing, and I made copious extracts for the English part of the paper. The essay seemed to be so convincing and truthful that I felt the need of knowing more of Thoreau, and I came across your Life of him, his 'Walden,' and other essays, all of which I read with great pleasure and equal profit.9
The extracts were made, not from the volume from Scott's Library, but from Arthur C. Fifield's "Simple Life" edition of the essay and presented under the headline, "For Passive Resisters."
The extracts began with a quotation from Tolstoy, "The principle of State necessity can bind only those men to disobey God's law, who, for the sake of worldly advantages try to reconcile the irreconcileable; but a Christian, who sincerely believes that the fulfilment of Jesus' teaching shall bring him salvation, cannot attach any importance to this principle," and then gave a short biographical sketch of Thoreau who "taught nothing he was not prepared to practice in himself." Thoreau was extolled as one who went to jail "for the sake of his principles and suffering humanity." The five columns of extracts from "Civil Disobedience" present Thoreau's argument forcefully and accurately, emphasizing that the essay's "incisive logic is unanswerable." 10
The extracts present in brief the main ideas of Thoreau's closely argued essay; the following passage fundamental in Gandhi's philosophy of Satyagraha, as many other sections of "Civil Disobedience" were, well demonstrates Gandhi's method of extracting the heart of an idea from essays:
Under a government which imprisons any unjustly, the true place for a just man is also prison.
If any think that their influence would be lost there, and their voices no longer afflict the ear of the State, that they would not be as an enemy without its walls, they do not know by how much truth is stronger than error, nor how much more eloquently and effectively he can combat injustice who has experienced a little in his own person.
Cast your whole vote, not a strip of paper merely, but your whole influence. A minority is powerless while it conforms to the majority; it is not even a minority then; but it is irresistible when it clogs by its whole weight.
If the alternative is to keep all just men in prison, or give up war and slavery, the State will not hesitate which to choose. If a thousand men were not to pay their tax-bills this year, that would not be a violent and bloody measure as it would be to pay them, and enable the State to commit violence and shed innocent blood.l1
There can be no doubt about the appeal of Thoreau's essay which Gandhi read at a crucial phase of his life. He was then fighting the Asiatic Registration Act ("Black Act") which required all Asiatics over eight years of age residing in the Transvaal to register and, as if they were criminals, give their fingerprints. Failure to register would result in a fine, a prison term, or deportation. "I have never known legislation of this nature," Gandhi wrote, "being directed against free men in any part of the world." 12 Indian Opinion helped awaken the Indians to the effects of the "Black Act," and when a protest meeting was called for to counter-balance the evil. At any rate, it is a great evil to make a stir about it. But, when the friction comes to have its machine, and oppression and robbery are paramount, I say, let us not have such a machine any longer.' In the Asiatic Registration Act, British Indians have not only a law which has some evil in it, that is to say, using Thoreau's words, a machine with friction in it, but it is evil legalised, or it represents friction with machinery provided for it. Resistance to such an evil is a divine duty... .14 If Gandhi did not write all of the articles which mention Thoreau, he certainly read them, as his newspaper received his constant attention. "During ten years," he wrote, "that is, until 1914, . 
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the first Satyagraha movement he dispensed with servants, acted as his own scavenger, and attempted to be independent of machinery. His views were seemingly influenced by Walden, but since he was using the London Times as a pattern for Indian Opinion, his journalistic endeavors did not reflect his personal interests as his later papers in India did, and his reactions to Walden were not discussed in the paper. It was rather the Thoreau who went to jail "for the sake of his principles and suffering humanity" who was emphasized in Indian Opinion because he confirmed the non-cooperation campaign. Only four essays were eventually to be entered in the contest, and before the essays were judged, Gandhi, who had refused to register, was arrested. He was sentenced on January 10, 1908, to two months of simple imprisonment. Gandhi remembered that there was a "slight feeling of awkwardness due to the fact that I was standing as an accused in the very Court where I had often appeared as counsel." He then added a Thoreauvian comment: "But I well remember that I considered the former role as far more honourable than the latter, and did not feel the slightest hesitation in entering the prisoner's box." 18 During this first incarceration, Gandhi read Tolstoy, Ruskin, Socrates, Huxley, Bacon, and the Gita-the work which greatly influenced him, as it did Thoreau, according to Arthur C. Christy in his The Orient in American Transcendentalism. Since his days in London when he had first studied the Gita, Gandhi had rejected the fundamentalist interpretation that this Hindu Bible was a historical work justifying violence. Gandhi felt that "under the guise of physical warfare, it described the duel that perpetually went on in the hearts of mankind, and that physical warfare was brought in merely to make the description of the internal duel more alluring." 19 Thoreau, in his criticism of the Gita in A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers, had protested the seeming justification of violence; Gandhi undoubtedly knew of Thoreau's interest in Oriental literature through reading of Walden and Salt's Life of Henry David Thoreau, although Gandhi seemingly never saw A Week with its extended comments on the Gita.
Readers of Indian Opinion were frequently reminded of
A settlement calling for voluntary rather than compulsory registration for Indians was arrived at, and Gandhi's days of reading were cut short. Thoreau's essay on civil disobedience was again brought to the attention of Indian Opinion readers when on April 18, 1908, the prize essay, "The Ethics of Passive Resistance," was printed. Reverend J. J. Doke read the first four essays submitted, and awarded the first prize to M. S. Maurice. Indian Opinion carefully pointed out that the essay which won did not reach the level which they had anticipated; it was indeed a pedestrian production; the section on Thoreau was largely a reproduction of the extracts which Indian Opinion had printed, and the sections on Tolstoy, Ruskin, and Jesus were uninspired.20
The continued interest in civil disobedience was justified, as General Smuts refused to keep his bargain to repeal the compulsory registration act after the Indians had voluntarily registered. Gandhi was unwilling to tolerate Smuts's breach of faith; an Indian ultimatum was sent stating that if the Asiatic Registration Act were not repealed the registration certificates of the Indians would be burned. Gandhi's inspiration may well have come from reading Salt's biography of Thoreau. Salt noted that Thoreau's essay on "Slavery in Massachusetts," ".. 
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He ended his account of his second jailing by adding, "Placed in a similar position for refusing his poll-tax, the American citizen, Thoreau, expressed similar thoughts in 1849. Seeing the walls of the cell in which he was confined, made of solid stone two or three feet thick and the door of wood and iron a foot thick, he said to himself thus: I saw that, if there was a wall of stone between me and my townsmen, there was a still more difficult one to climb or break through before they could get to be as free as I was.... I saw that the State was half-witted, that it was as timid as a lone woman with her silver spoons, and that it did not know its friends from its foes, and I lost all my remaining respect for it and pitied it.24
Gandhi's transformation from a respectable lawyer to a radical political leader was completed.
Thoreau was not ignored during the years after Satyagraha was first tried; for several years after 1908 passive resistance was offered on a small scale, and Gandhi himself did not court arrest. Two years after Indian Opinion had printed extracts from "Civil Disobedience," it printed selections from Mazzini with the comment: "We believe that when the first stage of passive resistance was at its height, the extracts we gave from Thoreau's essay 'On the Duty of Civil Disobedience' were very greatly appreciated by Indian passive resisters." 25 Gandhi himself was still reading Thoreau; by 1909 
